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In Brief

Seldom has a Hollywood film become so indelibly identified with its leading actor.
Director Robert Mulligan and producer Alan J. Pakula (later a fine director in his own
right) may have had honourable careers, but To Kill a Mockingbird is, from start to finish,
remembered for Gregory Peck's towering, admirable performance as Alabama lawyer
Atticus Finch, assigned to defend a black man accused of rape in the small town he's
lived all his life in. Harper Lee's epoch-making 1960 novel, where the trial and all it
revealed about class and racism in the American South of 1932 were framed through the
eyes of Finch's six-year-old, tomboyish daughter Scout (played in the film by newcomer
Mary Badham), was a call to the better angels of American values. Its resonance was
amplified by this careful, modest adaptation and Mr. Peck's dignified portrait of Finch
as a paragon of decency, compassion and justice, a man at peace with himself, a role
model aware he is fighting a losing battle with the certainty a victory may be waiting
further down the road.

While screenwriter and
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playwright Horton Foote's adaptation necessarily leaves out most of
the local colour that so bewitches the reader, focussing on the trial and
on the mystery surrounding recluse neighbour Boo Radley (a brief,
mute performance by then-beginner Robert Duvall), Mr. Mulligan's film
is a model of sobriety and economy. This is a film that makes do with
very little (an entirely studio-bound production and a small cast of
character actors), aware that it's the story itself that carries it, and
focusing all its energies in putting it on screen in a respectful manner.
That may make it (and indeed does make it) a bit too solemn for its own
good, but contextualisation is required to understand that both the
book and the film came out at the height of the civil rights era, so the
importance of the subject could not be escaped and production would
itself have been a tricky balancing act.

The key to the film, however, is the same one that worked for the book: the strength and humanity of the characters, and the power
of the performances, especially that of Mr. Peck, who won the Academy Award for his portrayal of Atticus Finch. It was to become his
signature performance, even though it is unfair to dismiss all the careful work being done around him, from the chirpy performances
from inexperienced newcomers Phillip Alford and Ms. Badham to the exquisitely self-effacing handling from Mr. Mulligan. Too often
remembered outside the US (where the cultural importance of both book and film remains undimmed) as a prestige problem picture
typical of early post-studio Hollywood, in its austere, functional economy To Kill a Mockingbird remains a surprisingly modern, gripping
drama.

Jorge Mourinha (http://theflickeringwall.blogspot.co.uk)

A Lesson in Advocacy

Some goals are so worthy that it is glorious even to fail. Atticus Finch may have failed to achieve justice for Tom Robinson, but he
helped change the society that wrongfully convicted Tom. To Kill a Mockingbird is set in Georgia during the Depression, a time and place
in which racism was so rampant that it destroyed any chance for African-Americans to obtain a fair trial. Even though the rule of law
stated that blacks had rights and were entitled to duemockingbird1.JPG (28584 bytes) process, the social code of the South said that
blacks were second class citizens. Atticus Finch refused to play by the social rules, and in doing so changed the minds of the community
and gave life to the rule of law.

Social rules had greater force than the rule of law in the Jim Crow South, even when the social rule came in direct conflict with the rule
of law. A true-life example is the manner in which Southerners, even Southern governors, adhered to the social rule that blacks and
whites should not go to school together after the passage of the Brown decisions and the subsequent deployment of the National
Guard.

The same defiance of the law in favor of supporting social rules is ever present in To Kill a Mockingbird. The plot of the movie hinges
on the consequences stemming from Mayella Ewell’s violation of the stringent sexual code of the South. Mayella breaks the sexual
code by being attracted to and, more importantly, coming on to a black man, Tom Robinson. Mayella knew that if the public learned
of her actions, the community to which she and her family already only marginally belonged would ostracize her. When caught, the
only way for her to avoid the shame that will surely envelop her and her family was to lie and accuse Tom of rape. Her father, Bob Ewell,
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either conceived of or condoned the rape accusation because he too feared the
inevitable public chastisement. The Ewell family thus falsely accuses an innocent
man and commits perjury simply because the rule that is most relevant to their lives
is not the rule of law, but rather the social rules of their society. In short, to them it
didn’t matter that they were breaking the law because to break the social code of
the time would bring about much harsher consequences.

Mayella and her father were able to perpetuate this fraud because they knew that
the community, like them, would ignore the law and remain faithful to the Southern
social code. Tom Robinson’s trial is merely an extension of the Ewells’ fraud. From
the very beginning the trial is a sham; no reasonable man who witnessed Atticus
Finch’s near-perfect defense could have believed beyond a reasonable doubt that
Tom attempted to rape Mayella. The jury knew Tom was innocent, but under the
social rules of the South, it was less of a sin to convict an innocent (black) man than
to publicly believe a black man’s story over a white man’s. It is worthy of note that
this is a society whose not too distant past outlawed blacks from ever testifying in
court. Thus, even though the rule of law had changed, the practical effect remained
the same because the social rules hadn’t changed. From this we see that the law is
lifeless unless supported by social rules. Therefore, the only way for the rule of law
to reign supreme is for racist temperaments to be completely eradicated from our
belief system.

Removing racist sentiments from our social beliefs is a daunting but necessary task,
for the rule of law is only effective when it can be objective, and it can only be
objective when a the minds and hearts of the community have been changed.
Atticus’ actions are an example of a man who tried to change the minds of his
society by refusing to accede to its racist rules. Atticus provided Tom with laudable

representation in court, a task that ran contrary to the dominant social rules of the time, and hoped to obtain a just result on appeal.
Even though he lost at the trial level, this approach allowed Atticus to retain his reputation as a just and reasonable man.

Reviews of Atticus’ legal strategy have criticized Atticus’ failure to do exactly what was needed to win, such as petitioning for a removal
to federal court or filing a writ to challenge the all-white jury. Such critiques are mistaken, for Atticus knew the ultimate goal was not
just to acquit Tom but rather to free the society from the racism that imprisoned all African-Americans. Atticus knew that the best way
to change society was from within. Had Atticus chosen a more aggressive approach to the Robinson case, his society would have seen
him as too radical and rejected both him and the beliefs he advocated. Atticus, as an outcast, would thus be unable to change society
and, in turn, unable to create an effective and impartial justice system. Viewed from this perspective, Atticus’ strategy was not a legal
misstep but rather an example of effective advocacy.

However wise Atticus’ tactics may have been, his actions would have been done in vain if he failed to change people’s attitudes.
Through his conduct, Atticus prevents his children from adopting the racist beliefs of their society. This is exemplified by an exchange
between Jem and Tom Robinson’s son. Tom’s son approaches Jem, who is waiting in Atticus’ car as Atticus discusses Tom’s case with
Mrs. Robinson inside her house. The two boys lock eyes, and Jem gently raises his hand in a wave. This simple yet poetic gesture
communicates Jem’s realization that he and Tom’s son are alike, are equals. This realization is clearly influenced by Atticus’
representation of Tom as well as by Atticus’ continual exhortation to "not judge a man until you have walked a day in his shoes."

Atticus was not only able to prevent his children from assenting to the racist social code, but he was also able to change the beliefs of
Maycomb’s sheriff. At the beginning of the film, the sheriff is a willing player in the racist system. He accepts Bob Ewell’s story of rape
without hesitation, fails to investigate the crime, and fails to put a stop to the subsequent trial. In contrast, the sheriff at the end of
the film has realized the injustice that was done to Tom, as well as the injustice of the entire social structure, as shown by his refusal
to prosecute Boo Radley for Bob Ewell’s murder. The sheriff tells Atticus, "An innocent
man is dead, and the man responsible for his death now is lying under a tree with a knife
in his side." His rejection of the racist system wouldn’t have occurred if not for Atticus’
willingness to break the stringent social code of the south by defending Tom.

The true beauty of To Kill a Mockingbird lies in Atticus’ soft-spoken model of advocacy. By
working within the society rather than against it, Atticus is able to change the hearts and
minds of his children, the sheriff, and possibly countless others within the community. His
seemingly innocuous actions actually serve as a catalyst for changing the entire social code
of the South, for true social change occurs one person at a time. Atticus did what he could
to rid his society of racism because he knew that the rule of law could be truly impartial and
just only after a society had been completely stripped of racism.

Laura Wing (Picturing Justice, The On-Line journal of Law & Popular Culture)
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